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President Hugo Banzer says his plan to eliminate drug trafficking in Bolivia during his term in
office is on track. Human rights organizations say, however, that the cost of any success is growing
human rights abuses and increased poverty. Meanwhile, Banzer faces continued opposition from
campesino and labor organizations who are protesting job layoffs and low salaries. During the year,
about 11,600 hectares of illegal coca fields were destroyed, almost double the amount eradicated
in other years. Although 3,620 ha were replanted with coca in the same period, the result was a net
decrease of 8,001 ha. Officials estimate there are at least 28,000 ha of illegal coca fields still in the
Chapare region 600 km southeast of La Paz.
The record eradication under Banzer's five-year Plan Dignidad brought praise from US drug czar
Barry McCaffrey, who said the US would increase its anti-drug aid from US$35 million to US$54
million this year. Plan Dignidad's aim is to eliminate all illegal coca in the Chapare by 2002 (see
NotiSur, 08/21/98). The strategy also calls for an increased crackdown on drug traffickers, alternative
development of land where coca is now grown, and efforts to curb local drug consumption.
The number of drug users in Bolivia has risen sixfold since 1992. The government estimates the
number of drug users at around 37,500, out of a total population of eight million. Crop substitution
and alternative development have had little success. While alternative crops like oil palms, coffee,
and cacao have done well where grown, they have been planted on just 10% of former coca-growing
land. In the remaining areas, poverty reigns. Bolivia is the third-largest coca producer in the world,
after Colombia and Peru. Coca growers earn up to four times the income of campesinos producing
legal crops, and the Chapare is the most prosperous rural region in Bolivia.
Complaints of human rights abuses by military and police carrying out the crop eradication also
dampened Banzer's claims of success. Campesino opposition to Banzer's Plan Dignidad began with
setting up roadblocks, but escalated into a spiral of violence during which snipers killed five police
and confrontations between campesinos and security forces resulted in the deaths of 13 campesinos.
The Defensoria del Pueblo denounced actions by government troops in which campesinos' houses
were burned or ransacked and legitimate crops were destroyed.
Meeting in Cochabamba in early January, the organized coca growers vowed to continue resisting
the forced eradication of their fields and the lack of any viable plan for alternative development in
the Chapare. Threats of protests bring offer of wage increase Meanwhile, Banzer also faces ongoing
labor disputes and criticism for his failure to reduce poverty. The Central Obrera Boliviana (COB)
plans to continue actions to protest massive government layoffs and low wages.
COB leader Milton Gomez said if government figures of a 4.7% increase in GDP in 1998 and its
estimate that national production increased are correct, the president should do something to help
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redistribute the benefits. "Where is the bread, shelter, and work that the general promised?" asked
Gomez, referring to Banzer's campaign pledges. He said while a few Bolivians, without much effort,
earn more than US$5,000 a month, most Bolivians work 10 to 12 hours a day to earn less than US$200
a month.
With the increasing threat of widespread protests, on Jan. 28, the government announced a salary
increase for public employees. The raise will increase the minimum wage by 10% to US$58.30 a
month. Workers earning above the minimum wage will receive increases of 6%, 5.5% and 4.5%.
Banzer said the announced increases "are the government's final word on salary increases," and
said the government would not yield to any further pressure.
Gomez rejected the government's increase, however, saying any raise had to consider the US$910
cost of the basic basket of goods. He called for a minimum wage of US$160. In early February, Rene
Fernandez, archbishop of Cochabamba, criticized the government saying it has done little to reduce
poverty, leaving Bolivians worse off than when Banzer took office.

Operation Condor reaches Bolivia
Banzer, who ruled Bolivia as a military dictator from 1971 to 1978, is also under scrutiny for his
role in Operation Condor. International human rights organizations say the military regimes in
Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, Brazil, Paraguay, and Bolivia coordinated efforts in the 1970s to eliminate
the left through an exchange of intelligence information and prisoners and through cooperation in
assassinations or disappearances.
Following the arrest of former Chilean dictator Gen. Augusto Pinochet in London last October,
Bolivia's main opposition party, the Movimiento Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR) of former
president Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada, called for Banzer to be tried for crimes against humanity.
The MNR, which was allied with Banzer's ADN in the 1980s, is now distancing itself from him
and calling for an investigation into Bolivia's role in Operation Condor. Banzer has long been
described in the local press as the Bolivian link to Operation Condor. "Bolivia must not enter
the next millennium without a national reconciliation process that closes the wounds opened in
that shameful time," the MNR statement said. In response, Banzer reminded the MNR that it
participated in and supported the coup and military regime that he headed.
Among those calling for Banzer to acknowledge his role in Operation Condor are the Asamblea
Permanente de Derechos Humanos de Bolivia (APDHB), the COB, and the union of journalists in
La Paz. APDHB president Waldo Albarracin said he is considering asking Spanish Judge Baltasar
Garzon to include Banzer in the case against Pinochet. It was at Garzon's request that Pinochet was
detained in London.
Members of Congress have sent information to Judge Garzon regarding the deaths of seven
Bolivians during Pinochet's dictatorship. Some legal experts believe a trial of Banzer after he
leaves office is possible. [Sources: El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 11/01/98; Inter Press Service, 11/02/98,
01/08/99; Reuters, 10/30/98, 01/14/99; Notimex, 11/03/98, 11/05/98, 12/01/98, 12/03/98, 01/26/99,
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01/28/99, 02/03/99; Spanish news service EFE, 11/28/98, 12/14/98, 12/18/98, 01/08/99, 01/11/99,
01/17/99, 02/04/99]
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